Abstract-Effective teaching and learning processes are made possible as information and communication technology (ICTs) tools are used to support the environment. Today, apart from a fully face-to-face or online environment, blended learning promises opportunities for teaching and learning to be done in both environments. This study employed the quasi-experimental, pretestposttest design to investigate the effects of blended learning in reducing anxiety and improving public speaking skills of ESL learners. Fifty-six students, enrolled in the fifth semester of the Bachelor in Civil Engineering program at a technical university in Malaysia, were involved in the study. The Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) was administered as the pre and post test to measure the students' level of anxiety pertaining to public speaking. The Competent Speaker Speech Evaluation Form (CSSEF) was used as an instrument to measure the students' public speaking performance at pre and post conditions. The findings indicate that blended learning environment does have a positive impact in the development of public speaking skills of these students.
I. INTRODUCTION
Rapid technological advancements, particularly the proliferation of information and communication technology (ICT), makes it imperative to investigate how web-based tools such as YouTube, podcasting and its platform, Moodle, can be effectively utilized to support students' performance in language learning and skill enhancement.
Public speaking is one of the skills deemed important for professional communication. Public speaking involves mental and physical presentations which are different from social conversational skills. An effective speaker requires physical coordination, mental concentration, content organization, skills practice and a great deal of experience [1] . One of the most often cited challenges to mastering public speaking skills is public speaking anxiety [2] . Ref [3] postulated that public speaking anxiety for L2 learners is even worse because the speeches have to be given in a second language. Ref [4] suggested that ESL learners' problems in production may be eased if they are given time to plan before they begin to speak. Therefore, when teaching students oral presentations or public speaking, it is important for the instructor to provide opportunities for them to practice delivering prepared, extended presentations or speeches in class.
II. IMPORTANCE OF PRACTICE IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC SPEAKING SKILLS
In most English language classrooms, especially in English as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL), the instructors are often faced with the daunting task of getting the learners to overcome their anxiety to speak in the target language. Anxiety, often linked to feelings of uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt, apprehension or worry, affects the ESL/EFL learners significantly [4] . For an ESL learner in a public speaking class, performing a task in front of the class increases communicative stress, and is predicted to lead to a reduction in fluency and complexity. Ref [5] suggested that ESL/EFL learners' problems in production may be eased if they are given time to plan before they begin to speak. Thus, for long turns such as giving speeches or presentations, [6] recommended that students be provided with opportunities to practice.
Practice enables individuals to identify and address speech-related problems or concerns prior to delivery [7] . In fact, it is "one of the most important factors in confident speaking for speakers at all levels of experience" [1] . Nonetheless, experts recommend that in order to improve performance in public speaking, the practice sessions must be as realistic as possible [8] . Ref [9] emphasized that since realistic practice develops skills, practicing before an audience, which is relatively realistic practice, seems more effective than practice methods which do not involve audience. However, due to time constraints, such practice is almost impossible to carry out extensively in the classroom.
One method to overcome this is through using a combination of web-based tools such as YouTube, podcast and Moodle to facilitate practice. Through the use of these tools in a blended-learning environment, students can be given instructions, practice their speech delivery, and receive feedback from peers and instructors on their speech outline and speech delivery. Blended learning, which is a learning program where more than one delivery mode is being used with the objective of optimizing the learning outcome and cost of program delivery [10] will also minimize the need for faceto-face interaction and overcome problems of time-constraints. Thus, this study seeks to look into the effects of using webbased tools to facilitate practice for students in a public speaking course.
III. BLENDED LEARNING FOR FACILITATION OF PRACTICE
Previously, face-to-face (f2f) communication was the only method of learning and teaching. Group projects and discussions were mainly carried out physically in the classroom. Such approach to learning and teaching is better known as conventional learning. In this century, learning and teaching approach in education at large has undergone rapid changes and somewhat differ from the conventional learning [11] . The use of technology is seen necessary and is blended into the formal f2f education [12] , and hence the term blended-learning is coined. Blended learning is described by many commentators as having potential to transform educational delivery and content as it makes use of both conventional approach and technology assistance during the learning and teaching processes. In the same vein, [13] discuss blended learning as the mix of different didactic methods and delivery formats which are independent.
Ref [14] proposed several advantages of including a computer component in language instruction. Some of these include multimodal practice with feedback, variety in available resources, individualization in a large class, ability to cater to different learning styles, and maybe, most importantly, the fun factor. For public speaking skills training, podcasting could be utilized as a tool for effective practice or rehearsal, especially for vocal-related sub-skills, for example, pronunciation, intonation, or rate of speech. Video recordings of the speech presentations could highlight speech deliveryrelated issues such as non-verbal behavior. This parallels the suggestion by [1] , who states that for novice speakers, at the initial stage, practice sessions could be video-or audiorecorded to check for naturalness and vocal variety. Besides being able to play back their speeches for review, students will also have the opportunity of receiving feedback from their peers, instructors, and even members of the public who are interested in the contents of the speech. And because the videos and the podcasts are accessible to the public, the students are empowered to be legally responsible for the contents [15] . Thus the speech preparation process becomes real and authentic, as opposed to when they are preparing speeches to be delivered in the classroom with only their peers and the instructor as the "audience". This is in line with recommendations from experts that in order to improve performance in public speaking, the practice sessions must be as realistic as possible [8] .
IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY This study employed the quasi-experimental, pre-test posttest design. The subjects comprised third year students of the Faculty of Civil Engineering at Malaysian technical university. These students were enrolled in a fourth level English language and communication course, English for Professional Communication (UHL 3112). Public Speaking was one of the modules in this course. Two groups of students were involved, with both groups subjected to experimental treatment. To reduce threats to internal validity due to teacher variable, the researcher was the instructor for both groups.
A. Research Instruments
Ref [16] refer to reliability simply as consistency, usually meaning instrument consistency. Ref [17] propose the use of well-established instruments to ensure reliability of results. For this study, two widely used instruments were adopted; the Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety, PRPSA, [18] and the Competent Speaker Speech Evaluation Form, CSSEF, [19] .
The students were given pre and post Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) [18] to determine changes in their anxiety level. This is a widely used instrument to measure anxiety in a public speaking context. The instrument was administered at the start of the module, and upon completion of the module. Students completed the instrument as in-class task and the PRPSA forms were collected for scoring by the researcher. The alpha reliability for the PRPSA is 0.94 [20] . The alpha reliability of the instrument calculated for this study is 0.90.
The Competent Speaker assessment instrument was designed to evaluate specific public speaking skills, focusing on the assessment of verbal and nonverbal behaviors of competent public speaking. In other words, this instrument is not constructed to assess knowledge about, or motivation to engage in public speaking. Thus, it is an appropriate instrument for this study, as the public speaking module in this study focused on skills development in becoming a competent speaker, rather than to test the students' knowledge about public speaking. For the purpose of this study, the six-point scale was applied, where 1-2 was assigned to unsatisfactory, 3-4 to satisfactory and 5-6 to excellent. As suggested by the instrument developers, this scale provides optimum information, with a low and high category for each class [21] . For this study, the CSSEF was used to evaluate the participants' pre-test and post-test videotaped speeches. Two independent raters were trained to evaluate the speeches using this instrument. The inter-rater reliability test generated a Cronbach coefficient of 0.85, well within the above 0.80 range suggested by [21] and [19] .
A questionnaire was given to students in the two experimental groups upon completion of the public speaking module, to obtain the participants' demographic data [17] , and information relevant to their use of web-based tools engaged in the study. It was also administered to examine the students' point of view regarding their online activities. The questions are a combination of closed-ended and open-ended types.
Various data elicitation techniques were used to probe into different sources of information, where the experimental findings were checked against evidence from other sources [22] . The adoption of triangulation augments the reliability and validity of the study [23] .
B. Research Procedure
The course proceeded as per stipulated weekly schedule in the course outline. All input materials used were the same for both groups. Face-to-face and online approaches were used with students in both groups.
Face-to-face activities in the classroom included brief lectures by the instructor, and speech preparation activities such as gathering information and writing the speech outline. For the online approach, students worked on their speech practices, recording the practices as podcasts or YouTube videos. These recordings were then uploaded online. Their peers and the instructor would then give feedback on various aspects of the speech presentation. The following table is the summary of the course contents and the ensuing activities for the students in the blended-learning environment. 
V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The samples for this research could not be randomly selected because they were in intact groups. Tests for normality also revealed that the results were not normally distributed. Therefore, following experts' recommendation, a nonparametric test, namely, Wilcoxon signed-ranked test, was conducted to ascertain differences between pre-test and posttest for public speaking anxiety and public speaking performance [24] , [25] .
A. Public Speaking Anxiety
The value of mean rank for negative ranks were obtained when the post-test was less than the pre-test, and the mean rank value for positive rank was obtained when the value of posttest was more than the pre-test. Ties occurred when the value for both the pre and post-tests were the same. The results indicated a significant difference between pre-and post-tests for Experimental Group 1(EG1) where the mean rank for negative ranks was 15.81 and the mean rank for positive ranks was 3.80 (z=-3.976, p=0.000). Thus for EG1, it could be concluded that the anxiety level of twenty-one students was reduced (because their post-test was less than their pre-test), whereas five students experienced an increased level of anxiety at the end of the treatment. Some of the students commented online that they felt nervous when speaking in front of other people. For Experimental Group 2 (EG2), the difference between pre and post was also significant, where the mean rank for negative ranks was 16.14 and the mean rank for positive ranks was 6.50 (z=4.515, p=0.000). In this group, a reduction in anxiety level was observed in twenty-eight students, whereas an increase in anxiety level was detected in two students. Table  2 summarizes the quantitative results of the anxiety aspect of the study. Most of the students in this group admitted to being nervous due to inadequate preparation for the pre-test speech. One student, EG1S9, admitted to feeling nervous due to lack of preparation: It was evident that the self-reflection that ensued after watching the speech presentation recording online, developed in the students an awareness of their strengths and weaknesses.
B. Public Speaking Performance
For Experimental Group 1 (mean rank=13.50), the z score was -4.463 and p=0.000; for Experimental Group 2 (mean rank=15.50), the z score was -4.785 and p=0.000. In other words, all the students in both groups improved their public speaking performance scores at post-test. This indicates that both groups made significant improvements in their public speaking performance from pre-test to post-test. Table 3 is a summary of the quantitative findings of the students' improvement in public speaking performance. The online comments generally revealed that students felt a sense of pride in having the site to showcase their efforts. All of the students admitted to feeling shy or embarassed initially. However, from the questionnaire survey, it could be ascertained at least 60% of the students concurred that they also felt proud of their attempts. Examples of the feedback the students gave on their online experience could also be found in the comment section of the questionnaire. One student, EG2S26, declared that I feel very proud with my presentation and I would like to share my presention with everyone.
Another student, EG1S11, admitted that it is kind of hilarious and a bit embarassing but that will make me want to produce the best recording.
One student, EG1S14, further explained how she felt quite embarrassed at first, but then I feel it is a good medium to improve ourselves because we know people will hear it, so we will do our speech better.
It did seem that the students were more inclined to practice because they knew that the audience for their speeches were not only the instructor and their classmates, rather, anyone with access to the site could simply view their speech presentations. The blended learning provided the students with more opportunities to practice speaking outside of the classroom [27] . It also empowers students by giving them opportunities to create and publish for a real audience [29] . Hence the speech preparation process becomes real and authentic, as recommended by scholars [1] , [8] .
VI. CONCLUSION
The blended learning mode that was used for the Public Speaking course provided the students with more opportunities to practice speaking outside of the classroom. It also empowers students by giving them opportunities to create and publish for a real audience. The speech preparation process becomes real and authentic, as recommended by scholars, as opposed to when they were preparing speeches to be delivered in the classroom with only their peers and the instructor as the "audience".
The main findings of this study show that there was a significant reduction in public speaking anxiety with majority of the participants. Furthermore, all of the participants also made significant improvements in their speech performance.
Learning in this environment represented a new and attractive experience, and develops a more creative learning environment. However, some students suggested that a certain percentage be given to online activities as part of the coursework to ensure that all students take the activities seriously. This would be the recommendation from this study. Matters of assessment and evaluation should also be given due consideration in blended learning for a Public Speaking course.
